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By Robert Gooc/i, M.D. The above is the title of the sixth chapter in Dr. Gooch's recent publication, and the subject is of very great importance. The chapter opens in a ludicrous manner, considering the gravity of the subject; but the moral inculcated deserves to be remembered.
" I remember when a boy reading a story of two knights-errant who arrived on the opposite sides of a pedestal surmounted by a shield ; one declared it was gold, the other that it was silver ; growing angry, they proceeded to blows, and after a long fight each was thrown on the opposite side of the shield to that where he began the fight?when both immediately detected their error; the knight who had said it was silver finding that on the opposite side it was gold, and the knight who had said it was gold finding that on the opposite side it was silver. This " A little girl, about two years old, small of her age and very delicate, was taken ill with the symptoms which I have above described. She lay dozing, languid, with a cool skin, and a pulse rather weak, but not much quicker than natural. She had no disposition to take nourishment. Her sister having died only a week before of an illness which began exactly in the same way, and which was treated by leeches and purgatives ; and some doubts having been entertained by the medical attendant of the propriety of the treatment, leeches were withheld, but the child not being better at the end of two days, the parents, naturally anxious about their only surviving child, consulted another practitioner. The case was immediately decided to be one of cerebral congestion, and three leeches were ordered to be applied to the head. As the nurse was going to apply them, and during the absence of the medical attendants, a friend called in who had been educated for physic, but had never practised it, and who had great influence with the family : he saw the child, said that the doctors were not sufficiently active, and advised the number of the leeches to be doubled. Six, therefore, were applied ; they bled copiously ; but when the medical attendants assembled in the evening they found the aspect of the case totally altered, and that for the worse : the child was deadly pale, it had scarcely any pulse, its skin was cold, the pupils were dilated and motionless when light was allowed to fall on them, and when a watch was held to its eyes it seemed not to see ; there was no squinting. Did this state of vision depend on the pressure of a fluid effused into the brain since the bleeding, and during this exhausted and feeble state of circulation, or did it depend on the circulation of the brain being too languid to support the sensibility of the retina? It is well known that large losses of blood enfeeble vision. I saw a striking instance of this in a lady who flooded to death. When I entered the chamber she had no pulse, and she was tossing about in that restless state which is so fatal a sign in these terrific cases.
She could still speak, asked whether I was come, (she knew I had been sent for,) and said ' am I in any danger ??How dark the room is !?I can't see.'
. Dr. Gooch is unwilling to encumber this paper with a multiplicity of cases, but states generally that the above are only specimens of a class, of which he has seen enough to convince him that they deserve the attention of the profession. Dr. Gooch refers to the excellent remarks of Dr. Marshall Hall on this class of affections. Dr. G. candidly acknowledges that he has been anticipated by Dr. Hall, on this point, but so far from regretting it, he rejoices to find himself supported by such good authority.
"The children who were the subjects of this affection, and were thus treated, died not with symptoms of oppressed brain, but with those of exhaustion, and on examining the head after death, the blood vessels were unusually empty, and the fluid in the ventricles rather in excess ; in two instances death was preceded by symptoms of effusion, viz. blindness, a dilated pupil, coma, and convulsions ; and after death the ventricles were found distended with fluid to the amount of several ounces, the sinuses, and veins of the brain being remarkably empty. I believe the prevalent notion of the profession is, that all sudden effusions of water into the brain are the result of inflammatory action ; but putting aside for a moment this dogma of the schools, consider the circumstances of this case.
For several days before death, all that part of the circulating system which was cognizable to the senses, was at the lowest ebb consistent with life, and after death the blood-vessels of the brain were found remarkably empty of blood, and the ventricles unusually full of water. From such facts I can draw no other inference than this, that this sudden effusion was a passive exudation from the exhalents of the ventricles occasioned by a state of the circulation the very opposite to congestion or inflammation. This is corroborated by the dissection of animals which have been bled to death. Drs. Saunders overlooked ; for such is the force of preconceived opinion, and such the prevalent notions on the subject, that the following will be the process in most minds. A child has been suffering some obscure symptoms for many days, when suddenly and unexpectedly it becomes blind, its pupils are dilated and motionless, it becomes convulsed, comatose, and dies. On opening the head serum is found in the ventricles, and without any further inquiry it is immediately taken for granted, that this effusion was the effect of overlooked inflammation of the brain, and regret is felt that active depletion had not been employed ; the inference may be a correct one ; all I contend for is, that it should not be taken for granted, but that those circumstances should be minutely inquired into which throw light on the state of the circulation in which the effusion occurred." 374.
We strongly recommend Dr. Gooch's observations to the attentive consideration of our professional brethren.
